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Cheap and efficient white light-emitting diodes (LEDs) are of great interest due to the energy crisis all over the
world. Herein, we have developed heterojunction LEDs based on the well-aligned ZnO nanorods and nanotubes on
the p-type GaN with the insertion of the NiO buffer layer that showed enhancement in the light emission. Scanning
electron microscopy have well demonstrated the arrays of the ZnO nanorods and the proper etching into the
nanotubes. X-ray diffraction study describes the wurtzite crystal structure array of ZnO nanorods with the involvement
of GaN at the (002) peak. The cathodoluminescence spectra represent strong and broad visible emission peaks
compared to the UV emission and a weak peak at 425 nm which is originated from GaN. Electroluminescence study
has shown highly improved luminescence response for the LEDs fabricated with NiO buffer layer compared to that
without NiO layer. Introducing a sandwich-thin layer of NiO between the n-type ZnO and the p-type GaN will possibly
block the injection of electrons from the ZnO to the GaN. Moreover, the presence of NiO buffer layer might create the
confinement effect.
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Zinc oxide (ZnO) is very much popular among the re-
searchers due its wide direct band gap (3.37 eV) and
high exciton binding energy (60 meV) at room tem-
perature. The wide band gap and high exciton binding
energy provides a solid platform for the ZnO in the fab-
rication of optoelectronic nanodevices. Specifically, light-
emitting diodes (LEDs) and laser diodes based on the
applications of the ZnO material explored its usability,
thus ZnO-based light-emitting diodes are considered as
the next-generation light-emitting diodes due to their
cheap fabrication process and enhanced optical proper-
ties [1]. Several synthesis routes have been used for the
fabrication of ZnO films and nanostructures, and the pre-
pared ZnO material exhibits good crystalline and optical
properties [2-4]. Recently, some ZnO p-n homojunction-
based light-emitting diodes have been fabricated [5-7].
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in any medium, provided the original work is pdoped material with desired quality, ZnO-based light-
emitting diodes are not considered up to the level of
commercialization. Because of the lack of stable p-type
ZnO, most ZnO heterojunctions are developed with the
other existing p-type materials including p-type GaN
[8-10], Si [9] and SiC (4H) [10]. Gallium nitride (GaN) is
used effectively in the fabrication of heterojunction with
ZnO for the development of light-emitting diodes because
both materials exhibit a similar crystal wurtzite structure
and electronic properties and differ by 1.8% lattice mis-
match. The ZnO material is accompanied by the deep-
level photoluminescence and electroluminescence (EL) in
addition to near-band gap UV emission [11-14]. The
deep-level emission is a critical issue which is not yet clear,
but it is generally accepted that the possible oxygen vacan-
cies or zinc interstitials are responsible for deep-level emis-
sions [15]. The deep-level emission given by ZnO covers
the wide range of visible spectrum, and theoretically, white
emission can be obtained by hybridizing the deep-level
emission of ZnO with the blue emission of GaN.
In order to improve the luminescence of ZnO-based
light-emitting diodes, an interlayer of any other suitablen Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons
g/licenses/by/2.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction
roperly cited.
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the significant improvement of the internal structure be-
cause the interlayer provides a stable charge environ-
ment during hole and electron injections in the light
emitting part of the diode. Since the introduction of inter-
layers, such as TiO2, Ag, MoO3, WO3 or NiO interlayers,
of different materials has improved the performance of
polymer LEDs significantly, it has brought the change in
the barriers for electrodes and also increases the hole in-
jection which in result lowers the turn on and working
voltage [16-20]. It is also reported that when a thin layer
of NiO is deposited at the anode of ITO, then it has
enhanced the optoelectronic working activity of double-
sided emission devices using the thin-film-based hetero-
junction of p-NiO and n-ZnO materials [21]. ZnO-based
white light-emitting diodes have also been fabricated on
GaN substrate by our group previously [22,23].
Herein, we have developed n-ZnO/p-GaN heterojunc-
tions with the presence and absence of a NiO buffer layer.
The NiO buffer layer was deposited by the sol-gel method
prior to the growth of the ZnO nanorods and nanotubes
on GaN substrate. Four devices are prepared with ZnO
nanorods and nanotubes on the GaN substrate: two with
NiO buffer layer and the other two without. The devices
were characterised by the X-ray diffraction (XRD), scan-
ning electron microscopy (SEM), parameter analyser and
the cathodoluminescence (CL) and EL techniques.
Methods
Commercially available p-type GaN substrate was used
in the development of the present p-n heterojunction.
Prior to the growth of the n-type ZnO nanorods, a NiO
buffer layer was deposited by the following sol-gel
method. A sol-gel of nickel acetate was prepared in the
2-methoxyethanol having a concentration of 0.35 M, and
di-ethanolamine was added dropwise under vigorous stir-
ring at 60°C for 2 h by keeping the 1:1 molar ratio of
nickel acetate and di-ethanolamine constant. After the
synthesis of the sol-gel, cleaned GaN substrate was spin
coated with the prepared sol-gel three to five times for
the deposition of a thin NiO buffer layer; consequently,
the substrate was annealed at 180°C for 20 min. After the
annealing, the sample was left in the preheated oven for 4
h at 450°C in order to have a pure phase of NiO. After the
deposition of the NiO buffer layer, the substrates were spin
coated two to three times with a seed layer of zinc acetate
for the growth of the ZnO nanorods and likewise annealed
at 120°C for 20 min. Then, the annealed substrates
containing the NiO buffer layer were dipped vertically in
an equimolar 0.075 M precursor's solution of zinc nitrate
hexahydrate and hexamethylenetetramine for 4 to 6 h at
90°C. After the growth of the ZnO nanorods, the nano-
tubes were obtained by chemical etching using 5 M potas-
sium chloride solution at 85°C for 14 to 16 h.After the growth of the ZnO nanorods and nanotubes
with and without a NiO buffer layer, SEM was used to
investigate the morphology of the prepared samples. The
X-ray diffraction technique was used for the study of
crystal quality and elemental composition analysis. The
heterojunction analysis was performed using a parameter
semiconductor analyser. CL and EL studies were carried
out for the investigation of luminescence response of the
prepared devices.
For the device fabrication, the bottom contacts are de-
posited by the evaporation of the 20-nm thickness of
nickel and the 40-nm thickness of gold layers, respectively.
Insulating layer of Shipley 1805 photoresist (Marlborough,
MA, USA) was spin coated for the filling of vacant spaces
between the nanorods, nanotubes and the growth-free
surface of the GaN substrate. Reactive ion etching was
used for exposing the top surface of the ZnO nanorods
and nanotubes for the top contact of aluminium.
Results and discussion
Figure 1 represents the morphological study of both the
ZnO nanorods and the nanotubes. The SEM image in
Figure 1a has shown the uniform and well-aligned growth
of nanorods. Also, almost all the nanorods are chemically
etched as shown in Figure 1b. The X-ray diffraction study
has shown good crystal quality with preferred c-axis orien-
tation of the as-grown ZnO nanostructures. It can be seen
that (002) crystal plane of ZnO seems more intense due to
the similar X-ray diffraction pattern of GaN at (002) crys-
tal plane as shown in Figure 1c.
The schematic diagram of the fabricated light-emitting
diode based on the n-type ZnO/NiO/p-type GaN hetero-
junction is shown in Figure 2a. Figure 2b shows the I-V
measurement of heterojunction diodes based on ZnO
nanorods in the absence and presence of the NiO buffer
layer. The I-V behaviour shown by both diodes is highly
nonlinear and rectifying. It is also observed that the
presence of the NiO buffer layer decreased the leakage
current and showed higher series resistance compared to
the device based on only n-ZnO/p-GaN heterojunction.
Using the Au/Ni on p-type GaN and Al on n-type ZnO
contacts has demonstrated acceptable Ohmic response,
and it has also indicated that the rectifying response is
solely coming from the n-type ZnO and p-type GaN
heterojunction. With the help of Anderson's model, en-
ergy band diagram for the proposed devices is described
using the band gap and the electron affinities of semicon-
ducting materials. The band gaps of ZnO, NiO and GaN
which have been taken from the reported work are 3.37,
3.86 [24] and 3.4 eV, respectively, while the electron affin-
ities for ZnO, NiO and GaN are 4.35 [25], 1.46 [26] and
4.2 eV [27], respectively. Energy barrier for holes and elec-
trons at the interfaces of the ZnO/NiO and the NiO/GaN
are found to be 2.89 and 2.28 eV, respectively; the
Figure 2 Schematic diagram, I-V characteristic curves of proposed devices and band diagrams of p-n junctions. (a) Schematic diagram
of fabricated LED. (b) I-V characteristic curves of proposed devices based on ZnO nanorods with and without buffer layer of NiO. (c,d) Band
diagrams of ZnO/GaN and ZnO/NiO/GaN p-n junctions, respectively.
Figure 1 SEM images and XRD pattern of ZnO. (a,b) SEM images of as-grown ZnO nanorods and nanotubes on GaN. (c) XRD pattern of ZnO
grown on GaN substrate.
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Figure 3 CL spectra of nanorods and nanotubes without and with NiO buffer layer. ZnO nanorods (a) on GaN and (b) on NiO thin-layer-coated
GaN. ZnO nanotubes (c) on GaN and (d) on NiO thin-layer-coated on GaN.
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n-ZnO/p-GaN are 0.15 and 0.12 eV, respectively as shown
in Figure 2c,d. The difference of the energy band offsets in
the presence of the NiO buffer layer is slightly higher than
that without the NiO buffer layer. This indicates that the
presence of the NiO buffer layer might block the transport
of electrons from the ZnO to the GaN and also work as
the hole injection source in the device. Also, the emission
is more probably coming from the ZnO.
Cathodoluminescence spectra have been recorded at
room temperature, and the luminescence response of
the fabricated n-type ZnO/p-type GaN heterojunctions
with and without NiO buffer layer at differentFigure 4 Comparative CL spectra of ZnO nanorods and nanotubes wi
spectra of ZnO nanotubes.accelerating voltages is shown in Figure 3. Figure 3a,b
shows room-temperature luminescence spectra for the
ZnO-nanorod-based heterojunction without and with
NiO buffer layer, respectively. It can be seen that a small
peak at 425 nm is originating from the GaN substrate;
however, a weak UV peak and a wide broad peak in the
visible regions are also observed as shown in Figure 3a.
Using the NiO buffer layer, the luminescence properties
of the n-type ZnO nanorods/p-type GaN heterojunction
are highly improved as shown in Figure 3b. The used
NiO buffer layer has enhanced the luminescence proper-
ties due to more favourable hole injections and double
recombination compared to the heterojunction withoutth and without buffer layer. (a) CL spectra of ZnO nanorods (b) CL
Figure 5 EL spectrum of n-ZnO/p-GaN and n-ZnO/NiO/p-GaN. (a) ZnO nanorods and (b) ZnO nanotubes. Insets show digital photographs of
ZnO nanorod- and nanotube-based LEDs with NiO buffer layer.
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voltage has also made an influence on the local lumi-
nescence properties of the fabricated heterojunctions.
The measured spectra showed that the number of ex-
cited carriers seems in proportion with the accelerating
voltage. Similarly, ZnO-nanotube-based heterojunctions
were developed without and with NiO buffer layer on
the GaN substrate, and the luminescence behaviour was
studied by the CL technique as shown in Figure 3c,d, re-
spectively. It can be observed that the NiO buffer layer
has also shown the same luminescence trend as in the
case of the ZnO nanorods.
Figure 4 shows the CL spectra for the comparative
study of nanorods and nanotubes based on devices at a
fixed voltage of 20 kV. It can be clearly seen that the
NiO has significantly contributed for the enhanced lumi-
nescent performance of the prepared light-emitting di-
odes compared to the light-emitting diode without a
NiO buffer layer.
The room temperature EL of the fabricated LEDs
under forward bias at a constant current of 15 mA is
shown in Figure 5. Figure 5a shows the EL response for
the n-type ZnO nanorods/p-type GaN-developed LED in
the presence and absence of the NiO buffer layer. In
addition to the fabrication of NiO-buffer-layer-based
LEDs with ZnO nanorods, the ZnO-nanotube-based
LEDs were also produced. The EL spectra are shown in
Figure 5b. It can be inferred that by introducing the NiO
buffer layer, the luminescence properties of LEDs are
significantly improved due to more injection holes, and
a large number of electron-hole recombination is taking
place at the interface. The wide broad green and orange-
red emissions at 640 nm are strongly supported by the
CL study for both LED devices based on ZnO nanorods
and nanotubes using the NiO buffer layer. The presence
of NiO buffer layer probably blocks the electron in-
jection from the ZnO to the GaN because the smaller
electron affinity (1.46 eV) and large band gap (3.86 eV)of NiO could have possibly raised the height of the
conduction band barrier. Thus, the recombination of
carriers is followed in the ZnO nanorods, and the lumi-
nescence is radically increased. Moreover, the insets of
Figure 5a,b show the digital photographs of nanorod-
and nanotube-based LEDs with a NiO buffer layer. The
luminescence properties of the buffer-layer-containing
LEDs are strongly enhanced compared to those without
NiO buffer layer, ZnO nanorod- and nanotube-based
LEDs; this can be attributed to more hole injections and a
large number of electron-hole recombination at the interface.
Conclusion
In this study, n-type ZnO/p-type GaN- and n-type ZnO/
NiO/p-type GaN-based white light-emitting diodes are
designed using two known morphologies of ZnO includ-
ing nanorods and nanotubes. ZnO nanorods were well
aligned and perpendicular to the GaN substrate, and
some of the samples were almost fully chemically etched
into nanotubes. XRD study shows the c-axis-oriented
growth of the ZnO crystal structure with the possible in-
volvement of GaN at (002) crystal plane. Both the CL
and EL intensities were significantly increased by
inserting a thin layer of NiO at the interface between the
n-type ZnO and the p-type GaN due to possible
blocking of electron injections from the ZnO to the
GaN. Using the NiO buffer layer, the confinement is cre-
ated which helps in the development of efficient LEDs
based on n-type ZnO/NiO/p-type GaN heterojunctions.
Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.
Authors’ contributions
All the authors contributed equally, read, and approved the final manuscript.
Acknowledgement
We are grateful to the University of Sindh, Pakistan, NED University, Pakistan
and Linköping University, Sweden for their financial support.
Abbasi et al. Nanoscale Research Letters 2013, 8:320 Page 6 of 6
http://www.nanoscalereslett.com/content/8/1/320Received: 10 April 2013 Accepted: 30 June 2013
Published: 13 July 2013References
1. Chen Y, Bagnall D, Yao T: ZnO as a novel photonic material for the UV
region. Mater Sci Eng B 2000, 75:190–198.
2. Huang MH, Mao S, Feick H, Yan H, Wu Y, Kind H, Weber E, Russo R, Yang P:
Room-temperature ultraviolet nanowire nanolasers. Science 2001,
292:1897–1899.
3. Park WI, Jun YH, Jung SW, Yi GC: Excitonic emissions observed in ZnO
single crystal nanorods. Appl Phys Lett 2003, 82:964–966.
4. Özgür Ü, Alivov YI, Liu C, Teke A, Reshchikov MA, Doan S, Avrutin V, Cho SJ,
Morkoç H: A comprehensive review of ZnO materials and devices.
J Appl Phys 2005, 98:041301.
5. Wang G, Chu S, Zhan N, Lin Y, Chernyak L, Liu J: ZnO homojunction
photodiodes based on Sb-doped p-type nanowire array and n-type film
for ultraviolet detection. Appl Phys Lett 2011, 98:041107.
6. Chen MT, Lu MP, Wu YJ, Song J, Lee CY, Lu MY, Chang YC, Chou LJ, Wang
ZL, Chen LJ: Near UV LEDs made with in situ doped p-n homojunction
ZnO nanowire arrays. Nano Lett 2010, 10:4387–4393.
7. Sun XW, Ling B, Zhao JL, Tan ST, Yang Y, Shen YQ, Dong ZL, Li XC:
Ultraviolet emission from a ZnO rod homojunction light-emitting diode.
Appl Phys Lett 2009, 95:133124.
8. Chang SP, Chuang RW, Chang SJ, Chiou YZ, Lu CY: MBE n-ZnO/MOCVD
p-GaN heterojunction light-emitting diode. Thin Solid Films 2009,
517:5054–5056.
9. Li S, Ware M, Wu J, Minor P, Wang Z, Wu Z, Jiang Y, Salamo GJ: Polarization
induced pn-junction without dopant in graded AlGaN coherently
strained on GaN. Appl Phys Lett 2012, 101:122103.
10. Li S, Ware ME, Wu J, Kunets VP, Hawkridge M, Minor P, Wang Z, Wu Z, Jiang
Y, Salamo GJ: Polarization doping: Reservoir effects of the substrate in
AlGaN graded layers. J Appl Phys 2012, 112:053711.
11. Wang T, Wu H, Chen C, Liu C: Growth, optical, and electrical properties of
nonpolar m-plane ZnO on p-Si substrates with Al2O3 buffer layers.
Appl Phys Lett 2012, 100:011901.
12. Shih YT, Wu MK, Chen MJ, Cheng YC, Yang JR, Shiojiri M: ZnO-based
heterojunction light-emitting diodes on p-SiC(4H) grown by atomic layer
deposition. Appl Phys B 2010, 98:767–772.
13. Lim JH, Kang CK, Kim KK, Park IK, Hwang DK, Park SJ: UV
electroluminescence emission from ZnO light-emitting diodes grown by
high-temperature radiofrequency sputtering. Adv Mater 2006,
18:2720–2724.
14. Liu W, Gu SL, Ye JD, Zhu SM, Liu SM, Zhou X, Zhang R, Shi Y, Zheng YD,
Hang Y, Zhang CL: Blue-yellow ZnO homostructural light-emitting diode
realized by metal organic chemical vapor deposition technique.
Appl Phys Lett 2006, 88:092101.
15. Du GT, Liu WF, Bian JM, Hu LZ, Liang HW, Wang XS, Liu AM, Yang TP: Room
temperature defect related electroluminescence from ZnO
homojunctions grown by ultrasonic spray pyrolysis. Appl Phys Lett 2006,
89:052113.
16. Bian J, Liu W, Sun J, Liang H: Synthesis and defect-related emission of
ZnO based light emitting device with homo- and heterostructure.
J Mater Process Technol 2007, 184:451–454.
17. Børseth TM, Svensson BG, Kuznetsov AY, Klason P, Zhao QX, Willander M:
Identification of oxygen and zinc vacancy optical signals in ZnO.
Appl Phys Lett 2006, 89:262112.
18. Hou L, Liu P, Li Y, Wu C: Enhanced performance in organic light-emitting
diodes by sputtering TiO2 ultra-thin film as the hole buffer layer.
Thin Solid Films 2009, 517:4926–4929.
19. Yang LY, Chen XZ, Xu H, Ye DQ, Tian H: Surface modification of indium tin
oxide anode with self-assembled monolayer modified Ag film for
improved OLED device characteristics. Appl Surf Sci 2008, 254:5055–5060.
20. Guo TF, Wen TC, Huang YS, Lin MW, Tsou CC, Chung CT: White-emissive
tandem-type hybrid organic/polymer diodes with (0.33, 0.33)
chromaticity coordinates. Opt Express 2009, 17:21205–21215.
21. Kim JH, Lee YJ, Jang YS, Jang JN, Kim DH, Song BC, Lee DH, Kwon SN, Hong
MP: The effect of Ar plasma bombardment upon physical property of
tungsten oxide thin film in inverted top-emitting organic light-emitting
diodes. Org Electron 2011, 12:285–290.22. Chan IM, Hsu TY: Enhanced hole injections in organic light-emitting
devices by depositing nickel oxide on indium tin oxide anode.
Appl Phys Lett 2002, 81:1899–1901.
23. Wang JY, Lee CY, Chen YT, Chen CT, Chen YL: Double side
electroluminescence from p-NiO/n-ZnO nanowire heterojunctions.
Appl Phys Lett 2009, 95:131117.
24. Alvi NH, Hussain S, Jensen J, Nur O, Willander M: Influence of helium-ion
bombardment on the optical properties of ZnO nanorods/p-GaN
light-emitting diodes. Nano Res Lett 2011, 6:628.
25. Sadaf JR, Israr MQ, Kishwar S, Nur O, Willander M: White
Electroluminescence Using ZnO Nanotubes/GaN Heterostructure
Light-Emitting Diode. Nano Res Lett 2010, 5:957–960.
26. Nalage SR, Chougule MA, Sen S, Joshi PB, Patil VB: Sol–gel synthesis of
nickel oxide thin films and their characterization. Thin Solid Films 2012,
520:4835–4840.
27. Aranovich JA, Golmayo DG, Fahrenbruch AL, Bube RH: Photovoltaic
properties of ZnO/CdTe heterojunctions prepared by spray pyrolysis.
J Appl Phys 1980, 51:4260–4268.
doi:10.1186/1556-276X-8-320
Cite this article as: Abbasi et al.: The fabrication of white light-emitting
diodes using the n-ZnO/NiO/p-GaN heterojunction with enhanced
luminescence. Nanoscale Research Letters 2013 8:320.Submit your manuscript to a 
journal and beneﬁ t from:
7 Convenient online submission
7 Rigorous peer review
7 Immediate publication on acceptance
7 Open access: articles freely available online
7 High visibility within the ﬁ eld
7 Retaining the copyright to your article
    Submit your next manuscript at 7 springeropen.com
